It starts with a sideways glance. The eye is mobile, hyper-sensitive, acutely attuned to its surroundings. Other receptors are simultaneously at work too. Light, temperature, the threat of danger, the presence of others all impact upon the visible drama of change.
Reflecting psychological as well as physical responses to its environment, the chameleon becomes something other than itself. Its status as a thing in the world is always bound up with its relations to that world. It responds to change but affects it as well. White, sleek and invisible on the page, it slowly manifests facets of black along its sleek lines, alphabetic letters tessellating across its body likes words on parchment. It has become its environment.
This relational approach to being is the stuff of London-based Tina Gonsalves' most recent work Chameleon (2006-ongoing) . Gonsalves has an impressive pedigree as an intermedia practitioner.
As an artist she has evolved with the various media that constitute her explorations into the intimacy of the human-computer interface, from 2D
imagery to video to complex adaptive environments. But Gonsalves is not interested in media for their own sake. Like her Australian counterpart, Linda Dement (Dement) ,
Gonsalves approaches the space of interaction from the perspective of a deeply personal encounter between work and audience that is emotionally charged, visceral and intimate.
Media art has progressed sufficiently as a practice that its initial affiliations with CD ROM and the internet are now officially part of its history. This art-science collaboration galvanizes discrete discourses that are exploring the same psycho-social conditions, collapsing the silo approach to research that too often fails to take advantage of alternative insights or different disciplinary points of view. If we think of the chameleon as an organism that effectively responds to its environment through mimicry, regardless of its difference, then Gonsalves' collaboration in Chameleon reveals a hybrid approach to contemporary art practice that results in an experience that is more than the sum of its diverse parts. The theoreticians had better get cracking on a name to categorise the form.
Gonsalves describes Chameleon as a "poetic interactive video and sound art installation driven by emotional expression of [the] participant" (Gonsalves 2008
). This is familiar conceptual territory for the contemporary art goer. The chameleon metaphor works well here to contour the psycho-social interests of As the eponymous reptile disappears into its surroundings, so too empathy incites the participant to respond to and duplicate the emotions of others, be they digital or human. In Chameleon there is an intimate conceptual and technical connection between social and computer networks. In purely anthropological terms, the computer network is an analogy of the subtle, overt and myriad channels of communication that integrate individuals into social beings and the higher orders of community to which they belong.
Similarly, the very concept of social relations bears uncanny resemblance to the informational circuits that connect discrete nodes into a higher order or network, as well as the vectors of information exchange that flow within them. This intimacy between the human and the informational has been given other names, such as the post-human. For Gonsalves and her techno-savvy collaborators, it is nothing so epochal. Chameleon reveals and attests to, in the spirit of Norbert Wiener's cybernetics, the essentially adaptive and empathic nature of emotive beings (virtual, human or otherwise), responding through largely unseen feedback loops of sensation to others and to their environment.
And so the chameleon changes once more. Letters slowly vanish before your eyes in a subliminal dissolve of unbecoming as it morphs into otherness, transforming into a tabula rasa, a blank page to be written at another time.
